This paper shares the survey results of students' perceptions of the benefits of their experiences
I n this paper, service learning is defined as volunteer work in response to community need combined with a reflective assignment. In this regard, service learning provides students with an opportunity to test "theory" against "reality" (Barrow, Hofrenning, & Parkhurst, 2005; Bishop & Driver, 2007; Dicklitch, 2003) . Students' service learning catalyzes their academic and self-development and promotes social responsibility through links between town and gown (Joseph, Stone, Grantham, Harmancioglu, & Ibrahim, 2007) . Another potential benefit of service learning is enhanced short-and long-term academic performance (Strage, 2004) . Empirical evidence on short-term academic performance impact is mixed (Matthews-Gardner, Fitzgerald, & Gitelson, 2005) and inconclusive (Eyler, 2002) . It may not be realistic to expect a one-term experience -even with 15-20 hours of service and a reflective course-based Introduction assignment -to lead to dramatic changes in a student's approach to learning with a resultant impact on academic achievement, or to his/her attitudes and values towards others or the community (MatthewsGardner et al., 2005) .
Self-efficacy, interpersonal, communication, and professional skills, and reduced stereotyping and enhanced social responsibility are often considered benefits of service learning (Hunt, 2007; Reising, Allen, & Hall, 2006) . Another factor is the exploration of potential careers (Blieszner & Artale, 2001) . Following their service learning, nursing students saw their profession differently, developed empathy for individuals they worked with, and re-examined their assumptions, perceptions, and stereotypes. This experience and reaction to it reflects the need for service learning to prepare students for the 'real world.' Students in fields that do not lead to a particular career also benefit in that it attunes them to the community's needs (Kronick, 2007) and puts a face on the individuals who live within.
Although some research indicates graduates who participated in service learning were more likely to continue to provide service to their communities (Fenzel & Peyrot, 2005) , little research exists on the long-term benefits (Strage, 2004) , and in particular in regard to career development. Thus, the purpose of this study was to explore the influences of students' service learning experiences several years after completion. The service learning the students experienced was with children and was part of their classes pertaining to the physical growth and development of children and/or their health education.
Method

Design and participants
Data were obtained from a self-report questionnaire mailed to the graduates' last known address. Invitations to participate along with a questionnaire regarding their service learning experiences were sent with stamped return envelopes to all 376 graduates who took either or both Health Education or Child Growth and Development from six academic years representing 11 course offerings. Research ethics approval was received and return of the questionnaire implied consent.
Measures
Graduates were asked demographic information (sex, age, graduation year) and open-ended questions (Table 1) about their service learning experiences regarding the main benefit, the role in preparation for other academic programs and career selection, and advice for future students. 
Data analysis
Descriptive statistics were calculated using SPSS 15.0 (Chicago, IL). Thematic analyses were used for the open-ended responses with key words and phrases identified. Similar to Anderson (2003) , the results were additive, rather than reductive with layers accumulating for the interpretation.
Results
The data presented in Table 2 describes the participants in this study. Each open-ended question was analyzed separately with themes presented hierarchically. For the question, Why did you choose to participate in service learning?, six themes were given: 1) to give back to the community; 2) to experience working with children; 3) "beef up" my resume/ application; 4) it was required; 5) to have fun/be physically active; and 6) to develop communication and/or leadership skills. The majority of graduates commented on "giving back" or getting involved with the community. The second most prevalent comment was "working with children" with fewer graduates reporting: "helped to prepare me for education/teaching" and "discovering that teaching/ working with children was not for me." For What were the main benefits from participating in service learning?, six themes were noted: 1) skill and/or confidence development; 2) experience working with children; 3) community building; 4) putting theory into practice/better understanding of course content; 5) working with classmates/peers; and 6) confirmed/refuted/assisted with career selection and/or built resume. The first three themes were relatively equally reported. Graduates noted several skills that were enhanced including: collaboration, communication, problem solving, time management, organization, and leadership. The theme working with children included interacting, speaking, playing, and becoming comfortable with children. Community building included giving back to the community, feeling a part of the local community, helping a child learn, and promoting physical activity.
For In what ways did your service learning experience(s) help you to further your education?, four themes emerged: 1) directly on my application, in the interview, and in the program; 2) directed my career choice; 3) facilitated learning of class material; and 4) skill development. Most graduates commented on their experience as directly related to their future education (i.e., getting into program of choice) in the application process (because it enhanced their resume), during their interview (because of practical examples) and while in the program (ideas and skills to The most prevalent comment made was that the interest in a particular occupation (i.e., teaching) and/or thoughts to not work directly with children were confirmed. The second most frequent responses related to skill development that graduates noted was "so that I can be better at what I do" or "use the skills learned and put them into practice in my current work." The least frequently reported theme related to assistance with acceptance to the students' program of choice. Finally, approximately 10-15% did not provide a reply or indicated "no, not really."
For the last question, What would you say to a current student offered the option of participating in service learning?, six themes were noted: 1) do it!; 2) an excellent experience -feels good to be involved, to give back, to make a difference; 3) an opportunity to learn more about yourself and/or to develop personal and professional skills; 4) an opportunity to find out if your career is for you, to find a career; 5) a unique offering that should not be missed!; and 6) a fun experience, a stress reliever, something different than hitting the books! All graduates that responded to this survey recommended the service learning experience. "Do it" was used several times with or without further explanation. The reason most frequently listed to "do it" related to community building -giving back to the community/being involved in the community/helping children/promoting physical activity. Several graduates advised current students to learn as much as they can from the experience -personally and professionally; that again, it was a career enhancer or deciding factor. Service learning was also frequently described as a valuable experience, a unique opportunity, and a stress reliever that added fun to their class responsibilities. It is interesting to note that of all the open-ended questions, this one generated the greatest variety in responses.
Discussion
Several years after completion of their service learning experiences, graduates were overall overwhelmingly positive in their feedback regarding working with children related to their physical growth and development and/or to their health education. However, perhaps only those with positive experiences completed the questionnaire and the questions asked were biased towards obtaining perceptions of the benefits of service learning experiences and did not ask about potential negative aspects.
The most common thread identified by the graduates was a desire to give back to the community and to do something meaningful as noted below.
The experience is very valuable -feels good to volunteer in the community and at the same time get experience in your field.
This finding is similar to others. Specifically, service learning (also 1-6 years after completion) positively influenced students' "attitudes towards social and personal responsibility, the importance of political participation, and continued service involvement" (Fenzel & Peyrot, 2005, p. 29) . Graduates in this study described the main benefits of their experiences as developing skills to work with children, with this theme found in the responses to each question. Graduates specifically identified improved ability to communicate with children, more effective working relationships with their peers, and enhanced leadership skills. This collection of skills was believed to assist in furthering their education and fulfilling their career aspirations. Other researchers also noted that students recognize the general skills developed (Gandy, Pierce, & Brooke-Smith, 2009; Madsen & Turnbull, 2006) and the importance of becoming sensitive to differences in cultures -something that could not be learned from a textbook or lecture (Meaney, Bohler, Kopf, Hernandez, & Scott, 2008) .
In regards to furthering their education and/ or fulfilling their career, students mostly perceived a direct benefit. In fact, similar to research by McClam, Diambra, Burton, Fuss, & Fudge (2008) Further, the graduates developed skills that helped to prepare them to become teachers. This supports the work of Joseph et al. (2007) where the students indicated that they believed their experience "prepar[ed] them for the job market" (p. 331). Interestingly, each response set had a theme related to career development, and whether it was enhancing application or confirming desired career choice, it was viewed as a reason for choosing to participate in service learning, as a main benefit from participating, as an experience that helped to further education and fulfilling career choice, and as part of the reasons why future students should participate in service learning. The advice to future students given the opportunity to participate in service learning was overwhelmingly positive. Future students were strongly encouraged to take the opportunity and run with it. It was clear how much these graduates valued and benefitted from their personal service learning experience(s): Many students also perceived an academic benefit from their participation in service learning in that they said it helped to learn and remember the materials. This is similar to the findings of McClam et al. (2008) where "one student wrote [in his/her journal], I learned more…by emersion into the field than I could have learned sitting in a classroom for four years" (p. 242). Academic benefits are most often viewed as short-term benefits, i.e., for the particular class the experience was in and in the rest of the participants' program.
It helped me to see first hand what I learned in the classroom, it helped me to relate the information to real life situations.
In conclusion, similar to Village (2006) who noted "the inclusion of service learning opportunities in physical therapist education is one way in which to engage students in these professional activities and to better prepare them to meet the expanding expectations of the communities that they serve" (p. 16), the results of this study indicate that students perceived they were better prepared for their careers as a result of their service learning. Given the overwhelmingly positive benefits students' perceived from their experiences, service learning should be offered to enhance the students' academic experience and to provide practical opportunities that assist with career choice and develop future leaders. As one respondent noted: 
